Introduction
There is no shortage of opinions about mass media, generally from the amateurs, the consumers of the media; and they are nearly always critical and fault-finding. Nevertheless we should remember that there are good things about mass media, that television is not all vice and violence, and that newspapers are not all publicity and pornography.
What we hope to hear at this meeting are facts, of which there is a dearth; it is a nice coincidence that there is in The Times today a generous coverage of violence on television. In short supply too are opinions publicly expressed by the professional purveyors of mass media. I hope that by the end of our discussion we shall have enough facts and original observations, as well as professional opinions, to enable us to draw up a balance sheet on mass media. I have been asked why I chose this topic for the Pediatric Section of the Royal Society of Medicine. I shall set out the pmdiatric viewpoint on mass media as briefly as I can, promising to avoid medical jargon. The word 'jargon' is derived from a term meaning the equivalent of 'twittering of birds'. I shall not twitter: I shall try to speak plain English.
Modern pxediatrics has grown away from the old-fashioned concept of children's diseases. It was all much too simple, whereas children are complex, as any parent knows. Our interest now lies not merely in a collection of bodily organs and the mishaps which may befall them, but in the whole child. We realize more and more that we can only see and understand him clearly against the background of his family and environment.
The family, as Soddy (1960) has said, is a placenta in the social matrix. In other words, it passes on nourishment (physical and emotional, intellectual and social) from the social environment. What it passes on may be good, neutral or bad. So that the last stage of this, I hope, fairly logical development of my theme, is that of environmental influences. Among them are the mass media, which have become one of the most significant influences of our time. For this reason padiatricians are, and should be, concerned about mass media and the child.
In putting the case for modern pediatrics, I shall go a little further, if I may. We pediatricians have sometimes been accused of stepping outside our ambit, of exceeding our brief. We think primarily of children in their own right, but we have to think too of what children will become when they are adult. Children bequeath legacies to adults, legacies of health and disease. I give one or two simple, random samples. Bad dental habits in children lead to bad teeth in adults. Bad eating habits in children lead to obesity in adults. To quote from my own field of children with abdominal pains, little belly-achers (not treated properly) grow up to become big bellyachers. A recent example is that of teenagers who play and listen to pop music too long and too loud: they may become deaf in adult life. I might add ruefully, on the question of pop music, that, if ever there was a punishment to fit the crime, this is it.
Turning briefly from the physical aspects, we must think of aggression and of the tendency to violence and crime. These are seeds which may be sown in childhood; if they are, and most people agree they are, what part is played by mass media? Many thoughtful people accept now that crime and violence are on the increase. Indeed, it has been said that crime is increasing at twice the rate of any other major industry. If that is so, somebody should draw the attention of the Chancellor of the Exchequer to it, hoping that he might make a good case for imposing SET on criminals! Are children influenced by what they 14 see on the screen and read in their journals? That seems reasonable, for children learn by example and by imitation, and we know that it is in the early, formative years that children are most pliable. There is some evidence on this, score. A few weeks ago Professor D A Hamburg of Stamford (USA), in a talk to the Mental Health Research Fund, showed that children exposed for ten minutes to a film of a doll being beaten up were found six months later to be more aggressive as a result. This needs confirming, but it may well be significant.
We must not spare the newspapers. Professor J A Notto carried out a very interesting study in Detroit during a ten-month newspaper strike. He found that the suicide rate went down by 20 %, and claimed that there was a causal relationship. It is an interesting, if arguable, conclusion.
One of the problems with the mass media, which differentiates them from many other influences, is that they are not selective. There may be programmes for children, such as Miss Sims will be talking about; but children will watch adult programmes too, and they will also read adult newspapers and journals which are left lying 'about. On the other hand, we should remember how resilient and tough children can be, and how resistant to outside influences. The Opies' 'Children's Games in the Street and Playground' confirms how tough children are and how they stick to tradition in their games, over centuries perhaps, in spite of what is going on elsewhere. What we seek to know is whether children are resilient enough, and we should not have to guess about this. We are entitled to know whether they need protection from mass media; and, if they need protection, who is to protect them? Is it parents, teachers, pvdiatricians, doctors? Or should it be the responsibility of government to decide and possibly to act for us? A well-known paradox about mass media in general bothers me, and I wonder whether our speakers will be able to explain it. Is it not strange that advertisement writers and the professionals in charge of mass media are so very enthusiastic about the potency of mass media in selling soup or soap, presidents or prime ministers, while remaining curiously reluctant to concede that mass media have an effect on social attitudes? I quote Magnusson, who wrote in the Radio Times (26 February 1970) that 'TV has no profound causal influence. TV can focus or reflect but not createattitudes'. He may be right, but how does he know? And how do we know whether to accept this or not? What we need is validated research. Doctors are used to making decisions on incomplete evidence, and maybe the time has come when we should act on incomplete evidence as regards mass media; but we certainly need research. Some research is in fact being done and I hope we shall hear more about it from our speakers. In the United States a National Commission on Causes and Prevention of Violence suggested that television violence does have adverse effects, especially on children. Incidentally, I learned from The Times this morning that a great deal of the violence on British programmes is imported from America. Research has been carried out in this country too. Professor Himmelweit produced her book 'Television and the Child' in 1958; she has been doing research since. At governmental level, the Home Office has been interested in the subject since 1961 when it took the initiative. Further work has been sponsored in Leicester, Cambridge and elsewhere, but we do not hear about it. We should like to know if enough is being done, whether it is being done urgently enough, and why the results, if there are results, are not being publicized.
Mass media offer an exciting and stimulating extension of human faculties and human experience. They may conceivably exert a tremendous influence, especially on growing children, and the influence may be good or bad; but as pediatricians we are anxious to know, rather than guess, what they can achieve. We should like to use them and to modify them as necessary for the benefit of our patients; I hope that what we hear will help us to formulate our judgments.
It has been said that war is too important to leave to the soldiers, and it is certainly true that children are too important to be the monopoly of the doctors. So we have with us four people, very distinguished in their own fields, but not one of them a doctor. We should, therefore, hear some refreshingly new viewpoints, and I am sure that our guests will speak not only for their own professions. Some of them will speak as parents; all, I am sure, will speak for the children. There is a well-known story which illustrates the effect of television on children. An American visiting friends found himself trying to make conversation with a child of 5 . . . 'Can you write?' 'No.' 'Can you read?' 'No.' 'Can you count?' 'Oh yes -8, 7, 6, 5, 4, 3 . . . ' Everyone over 25 was a child who grew up before television. Until twenty years ago, a child made a slow contact with the worldfirst his own family, then his relations, then children next door, then friends at school -but nowadays,
